personal" effusion", and owed little or nothing to Ii terary tradition. We have become aware, rather belatedly," that, in spite of weak eyes, Wordsworth was from his youth up an ardent readel' in English and foreign literature. Even as a child" of the mountains, he says in th~ eleven"th book of the Prelude, and before he had read the classics, he had "learnt to dream of Sicily", and he goes on "to salute Theocritus. In addition to the open and tacit evidence of his prefaces and notes and many poems, a glance at the catalogue of his library ought to have killed long ago the legend of his indifference to books. "Among his nearly three thousand volumes-and Wordsworth had neither the vanity nor the money to buy books for show-were enough classical authors to do credit to a college don. He had a special interest in ancient history. And, to come to our subject proper, this poet of man and nature .was, strange as it may, sound, the fountain-head from which flowed much of "the great stream of nineteen th-cen tury poetry on -classical themes. It was he more than anyone els~for we need not take much account of the melodious" blessings of Tighe" and her kind-who revived the classical genre and prescribed its manner and moral tone. The classical poems of Tennyson, for instance, are in the didactic tradition of Laodamia, though their style has -been coloured by Keats, and Keats's conception of myth, we remember, owed much to Wordsworth.
The lover of Ovid's Metamorphoses was the . boy who revelled in the Arabian Nights, who was later thankful that his early passion for romance had not been snuffed out by Rousseauistic educators, and who, later stilf, protested against Niebuhr's scientific destruction of the heroic legends of Roman history. But the note on Lycoris must be quoted at length: "But surely one who has written so much in verse as I have done may be allowed to retrace his steps in the regions of fancy which delighted him in his boyhood, when he first became acquainted with the Greek and Roman poets. Before I read Virgil I was so strongly attached to Ovid, whose Metamorphoses I read at school, that I was quite in a passion whenever I found him, in books of criticism, placed below Virgil. As to Homer, I was never weary of travelling over the scenes through which ,he led me. Classical literature affected me by its own beauty. But the truths of Scripture having been entrusted to the dead languages, and these foun tains having recently been. laid open at the Reformatiqn, an importance and a sanctity were at that period attached to classical literature that extended, as is obvious in Milton's Lycidas .for example, both to its spirit and form in a degree that can never be revived. No doubt the hacknied and lifeless use into which mythology fell towards the close of the 17th century, and which continued through the 18th, disgusted the general reader with all allusion to it in modern verse; and though, in deference to this disgust, and also in a measure participating in it, I abstained in n1y earlier writings from all introduction of pagan fable~ surely, even in its humble form, it may ally itself with real sentiment, as I can truly affirm it did in the present case."
More than two centuries earlier Donne had led a --reaction-agains t-the-decora tive -and-idealistic -mythology---of his Ovidian contemporaries. But the Ovidian tradition of the Renaissance survived, and reached its magnificent culmination in Milton. After Milton came the de1uge. The mythological allusions of the eighteenth century are in the main showy and shoddy upholstery,
as cheap and meaningless as the capitalized abstractions that accompanied, or, to some degree, replaced them.
It was quite natural that the younger Wordsworth should prefer to sit on old grey stones rather than on such (C parlor~' furniture of faded plush (though the Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches reveal every other vice of eighteenth-century style). But, like most artists who 'have rebelled against effete conventions of the im-, mediate past, Wordsworth was in touch with an older and better tradition. His chosen masters were the four greatest English poets, Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare, and Milton, poets who had delighted in Ovid and classical story; under their influence" especia11y that of Milton, it was inevitable, apart from other reasons, that Wordsworth's initial antipathy to myth should diminish. The poetry of the great decade certainly contains far less mythology than the later and generally inferior work; the fact is partly but not wholly explained by age and failing inspiration, ' for Wordsworth wrote more good stuff after 180 7 than he is commonly given credit for.
The Excursion was one of the three things in his age for which Keats gave thanks, and the great passages in the fourth book on the -origin and significance of myth must have been both an inspiration and a confirmation of his own instincts; indeed the core of Hyperion, the speech of Oceanus, might almost be called a summary of various parts of the Excursion. Wordsworth's lines are no mere pu,rple patch, they have an integral place in his high argument. The Solitary, the disciple of Voltaire, overcome by disillusionment and despair of truth, has taken refuge in cynical apathy, has cut himself off from man and nature. But, declares the Wanderer, even humble children of the ancient east possessed a natural piety, a religious imagination. (In the middle of the sixth book, it may be remembered, is a passage ,on the allegory implicit in myth; the stories of Prometheus, Tantalus, the line of Thebes, are fictions in form, but in their substance tremendous ' truths). The rustic Greek, however ignorant or superstitious, ,lived close to the spirit of nature, in intimate communion with the ' deities of sun and moon and wood and stream. Through such forms of the divine were nourished the admiration, hope, and love by which we Ii ve, and perhaps too that fai th in "Life continuous, Being unimpaired", which strengthens and. sustains the frail creatures of a day. When the ~ind admits the law of duty, man gains dominion over experience, . ascends in dignity of being and in spiritual power. As the moon rises behind a grove and turns all the dark foliage to silver, Like power abides In man's celestial spirit; virtue thus Sets forth and magnifies herself; thus feeds A calm, a beautiful,. and silen t fire.
In the same spirit as these passages' on the myth-. making religion of the Greeks is that great outburst in ' , the sonnet The world is too much with us. It is an impertinence to quote the lines:
Great God! I'd rather be A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn; So might I, standing on this pleasan t lea} Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn; Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea; Or hear old Triton blow his wreathed horn.
We have here too a Miltonic complexity of literary allu-sian. Although Wordsworth was a reader of Plato, the Platonism of the Intimations oj Immortality is rather, as Professors Rea, Pierce, and Hartman have shown, the Platonism of Produs and Coleridge. The sonnet was apparently written in I~02, at the same time as "parts of the Ode, and this sentence from Produs (translated in Thomas Taylor's Plato) has connections with both the Ode and the sonnet: "It is requisite therefore that the soul which is about to be led properly from hence to that ever vigilant nature, should amputate those second and third powers which are suspended from its essence, in the same manner as weeds, stones, and shells, from the marine Glaucus; should restrain its externally proceeding impulses, and recollect true beings and a divine essence, from which it descended, and to which it is fit that the whole of our life should hasten."
As Professor Rea suggests, Wordsworth's "Pagan" is Produs, one of the last opponents of Christianity, and Glaucus (who belongs to Plato's Republic) has become Proteus, a deity more familiar through Paradise Lost (iii, (04) and The Faerie ~ueene. Triton's wreathed horn comes of course from Spenser's Colin Clout and Comus. (The Ode likewise, as Miss Potts has lately poin ted out, has many reminiscences of both Spenser and Milton). In spi te of all this borrowing, Wordsworth's lines are completely original and spontaneous. The classical allusions, though beautifully decorative, are essential to the statement of the idea; to a situation of universal appeal, felt by the poet with prophetic intensity, they add their unique quality of rich, even sublime, suggestion. The sonnet is the finest example in Wordsworth, and one of the finest in English poetry, of the inspired recrea tion of myth.
Laodamia is, of course, the chief poetic fruit of Words-worth's renewed reading, with his son, of some ancient authors, especiaUy Virgil. Ovid supplied some details for the poem, though his epistle naturally could not treat the return of Protesilaus, and Ovid's heroine, while not without pathos, comes dangerously close to humour in her exhortation to her husband to relnember that his prowess should be displayed not in war but in love. Some hints for Laodamia's immoderate passion, as well as for Protesilaus' ·patriotic self-sacrifice, Wordsworth took over from Euripides' Iphigenia in Aulis. But the essential classical source is the sixth book of the Aeneid.
I t is a commonplace that Tennyson, at his best, is the most Virgilian of nineteenth-century poets; the fact is less often recognized that his nearest rival is the unbookish Wordsworth. The evidence in Wordsworth, to be sure, consists of only a few lines, but those lines show that no .English poet has absorbed with richer understanding, or caught with more wistful beauty, the spirit of Virgil's picture of the underworld. One of the obvious initial suggestions was Virgil's men tion of Laodamia among the shades of unhappy lovers. The chief concrete ite~s derived from the sixth book include the opening sacrifices to the infernal gods, tIle attitude of the suppliant Laodaluia (modelled on that of the priestess), her vain attempt to embrace~the ghost of her husband, and the descriptio.t;l of Elysium and the heroic arts there pursued. ' This last passage is partly . inspired translation, partly something~more.
In his deportmen t, shape,. and mien, appeared Elysian beauty, melancholy grace, Brought from a pensive though a happy place.
He spake of love, such love as Spirits feel
In worlds whose course is equable and pure;
No fears to beat away-no strife to healThe past unsighed for, and the future sure; Spake of heroic arts in graver mood Revived, with finer harmony pursued; Of all that is most beauteous-imaged there In happier beauty; more pellucid streaP1s, An ampler ether, a diviner air, And fields invested with purpureal gleams; Climes which the sun, who sheds the brightest day Earth knows, is all unworthy to survey.* "An ampler ether, a diviner air" is Virgil, rendered with literal felicity, but touched also with the Platonic radiance tha t illumines this and other parts of the poem; and the second and third lines of the quotation, which owe nothing directly to Virgil, are the concentrated essence of Virgil's melancholy grace of style, his high, grave pity, tenderness, and hope.
Wordsworth's treatment of his heroine is not altogether Virgilian. Laodamia, like Dido, is passionate, and, so far as conventions go, with more justification (though her vulgar outspokenness outraged the modesty of that British matron, Sara Coleridge). But Dido captured Virgil's sympathy to such a degree that, for many readers, she throws the poem out of focus; Wordsworth, though at first lenient, even sympathetic, grew * His demum exactis, perfe~to munere divae.
devenere locos laetos et amoena virecta fortunatorum nemorum sedesque beatas. largior hie campos aether et lumine vestit purpureo, solemque suum, sua sidera norunt. pars in gramineis exereent membra palestris, contendunt ludo et [uIva luctantur harena; pars pedibus plaudunt choreas et carmina dieunt.
Aeneid VI, 637-644 much more severe, as later editions show, in meting out punishment to Laodamia. And while Protesilaus has a sense of duty and discipline that is worthy of Aeneas, his moral seriousness is perhaps more Puritan than Roman.
Be taught, 0 faithful· Consort, to control Rebellious passion: for the Gods approve The depth, and not the tuml,llt, of the soul; A fervent, not ungovernable, love .... Learn, by a mortal yearning, to ascendSeeking a higher object. Love was given, Encouraged, sanctioned, chiefly for that end; For this the passion to excess was drivenThat self might be annulled: her bondage prove rrhe fetters of a' dream opposed to love.
Here again' we have Platonism, but it is Platonism that has, I think, filtered through Milton. At the end of the eighth book of Paradise Lost the angel's advice to Adam includes Platonic sentiments, yet with a characteristic Miltonic emphasis on the dangers of conjugal sensuality:
'What higher in her society thou find'st Attractive, human, rational, love still: In loving thou clost well; in passion not, Wherein true love consists not. Love refines The thoughts, and heart enlarges; hath his seat In Reason, and is jud~cious; is the scale By which to heavenly love thou may'st ascend, Not sunk in carnal pleasure.
Milton's theme in Comus, the two epics, and Samson
THE UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO QUARTERLY
Agonistes is of course the conflict between sensual temptation and human reason, a divine gift, allied with obedience to the divine will. In Paradise Lost and Samson there is an undertone of sadness, a deeper realization of the nature of evil and of human weakness; Adam, and still more Samson, are human beings who have fallen. Samson, like Job, has even a sense of God's desertion, which Milton renders with such sympathy that Samson's ultimate victory does not annul our impression of his tragic sin, suffering, and despair. In Comus and Paradise Regained, on the other hand, virtue and reason are quite unassailable; evil hardly becomes a reality, and its defeat is never for a moment in doubt. Whereas Paradise Lost and Samson stir us profoundly, are proved upon our pulses (to use Keats's words), Comus and Paradise Regained we admire from the outside as pieces of beautiful writing. Laoda1nia, it must be said, belongs with the latter pair; we feel that from the beginning Laodamia appeared to the poet not as a woman, but as a object lesson. And here I may quote some penetrating sentences from Andre Gide: "I t is important to consider that the struggle between classicism and rOlnan ticism goes on wi thin every mind. And it is of this very struggle that the work of art should be born; the classical work relates the triumph of order and moderation over the romantic . element in the ·artist. The work is beautiful in proportion to the strength of the conquered element. If the element has been conquered· in advance the work is frigid and without interest."
In Laodamia the victory has been won in advance, and if the poem is not . quite cold and devoid of interest it is because we almost forget the lack of inner fire In the majestic beauty 'of the style. Laodamia is too familiar a poem to contain-any surprises for -even the casual reader of Wordsworth, yet there is an obvious gulf between its appeal to rational self-control and the earlier poems so often cited by Professor Babbitt, for instance, in proof of the poefs reliance for moral wisdom upon nature, expansive emotion, and intuition. Or one might compare its treatment of love with the ardour of youthful experience which Hames up in Vaudracour and Julia: ' -The house she dwelt in was a sainted shrine; Her chamber-window did surpass in glory The portals of the dawn; all Paradise Could, by the simple opening of a door, Let itself in upon him ....
The young lover who felt these ecstasies would not have condemned Laodamia. Does Wordsworth's growing faith in reason and self-discipline mean that the ,romanticist is becoming classical (whatever that means!), or is this classicism merely a reversion to the mingled timidity and moralizing of the eighteenth-century classicist, a mark of the poet's own advancing years? Has he achieved a Sophoclean grasp of law and imaginative reason, or has he only put off the old man to put on the old woman? Such questions are perhaps unanswerable) but saine stages in the process are clear enough, -and we may step backward in order to trace in the briefest outline the changing attitudes registered in poems that preceded Laodamia. Before doing so it might be well to make some general qualifications. It would be easy to draw upon poems of the same or even a later period for ex-pressions of faith· in nature and intuition rather than reason and discipline, and most of the' great poetry by which Wordsworth Ii ves is of that kind. Bn t some of the. most familiar lines in disparagement' of books and . reason are dramatic, even playful, and the more serious outbursts, we should remember, come from a man who had l grounds for condemning a false secondary power; he ' had turned for salvation to Godwinism, the, intellectual and bookish system par excellence, and, finding it both inadequate and dangerous, had yielded up moral questions in despair. Further," Reason in her most exalted mood" is for Wordsworth another name for (C Imagination".· In the poems that we shall glance at, "Reason" is coming to include more and more of "reason" in its ordinary sense.
In Ruth (1799) the heroine's lover is carried away by the lawless impulses of uncivilized life and (( the beauteous forms of nature" which, though they contribute something to (( noble sentiment", can also" feed voluptuous thought"; he becomes" the slave of low desires", a man "without self-control". In Resolution and Independence (1802.) the young poet censures himself-for having lived "as if life's business were a summer mood", and he hopes to gain strength and stability by remembering the firm mind, the fortitude, the grave but cheerful piety of the old leech-gatherer, who is a humble example of inner mastery. The patriotic sonnets of 1802., written under Mil tonic influence, and recording the anxieties of a time of stress, seek support in contemplation of heroic minds and careers, Toussaint L'Ouverture, Algernon Sidney, Milton himself, most noble and resolute of patriots. Recoiling too from the spectacle of greed and idolatry of wealth, Wordsworth turns less often to nature than to "the homely beauty of the good old cause", to "pure religion breathing household laws", and the tradi tions of English liberty.
A number of relevant passages might be quoted from the Prelude, but we must be content with these, taken from the last book in the version of 1805-06:
... thou call'-st this love And so it is, but there is higher love Than this, a love that comes in to the heart With awe and a diffusive sentiment; Thy love is human merely; this proceeds More from the brooding Soul, and is divine .... Wordsworth's faith in reason and "a calm, a beautiful, and silent fire" is most notable of course in that group of poems of 1805, the Ode to Duty, Elegiac Stanzas, and the Character of the Happy Warrior. They were written, like the last part of the Prelude, under the shadow of his brother's death, a loss which had thrown him back upon his ultimate resources. The special quality of the poems owes something also ~o liter.ary infiuenc.e, not, only to Milton, as before, but to Vaughan and Herbert; when a deep distress had humanized his soul, Wordsworth could not read these poets wi thou t being moved by their sober exposition of a faith on trial. In Duty, Wordsworth pays tribute to the glad souls who are instinctively and intuitively good (though he has doubts of their "staying power"), and, as in Resolution and Independence, he censures himself for having too blindly reposed his trust; conscious of weakness, he prays for the calm of discipline, the confidence of reason. In the Elegiac Stanzas he again contrasts his earlier and his later self; he has submitted, in the reality of grief, to a new control, and welcomes fortitude, and patient cheer, And frequent sights . of what is to be borne! The "happy warrior" is of course a personification of "duty" as well as a composite ideal portrait. His law is reason; and in the face of vicissitudes he exercises the power "which is our human nature's highest dower", that is, he transmutes all experience into spiritual strength and serenity. (And, by the way, unlike Laodamia he is not betrayed by "thought of tender happiness").
There is not much that is specifically Christian in these stoic poems, though duty is the stern daughter of the voice of God (the phrase echoes Milton's lines on the human conscience), and the happy warrior is confident of heaven's applause. The same lesson of high and composed endurance, with more religious colouring, is learned by the heroine of the White Doe oj Rylstone (1807-08), whose soul doth in itself stand fast, Sustained by memory of the past And strength of Reason; held above The infirmi ties of mortal love; Undaunted, lofty, calql, and stable, And awfully impenetrable.
Some relevant passages in the Excursion have already been touched upon, and that poem is so largely concerned with "reason's steadfast rule' over passions that" hold a fluctu~ting seat", with submission to the law of conscience, with the search for the central peace, subsisting at the heart Of endless agitation, that it would be idle to assemble quotations. But there may be room for one that is especially close in spirit to Laodamia:
Whate'er we see, Or feel, shall tend to quicken and refine; Shall fix, in ca,1mer seats of moral strength, Earthly desires; and raise, to loftier heights Of divine love, our in tellectual soul.
One might recall too Wordsworth's use of that Senecan couplet from Daniel:
And that unless above himself he can Erect himself, how. poor a thing is man! Thus, if the reader has not been ~amed with reasons (some of which lowe to an essay by Professor James Tupper) it · is clear that the doctrine which receives such stately expression in Laodamia does not represent a unique or isolated mood. The array of references may ~uggest also, whatever the motives that prompted the later· endings of Laodamia, that Wordsworth did not, during some years at least, merely grow old and timid, but that, especially under the shock of grief, he fought a real battle to arrive (to quote here, for variety, the I words of Keats) at "the top of sovereignty", the power to bear all naked truths, And to envisage circumstance, all .calm.
But, as we have observed already, in a number of Wordsworth's later poems the struggle seems to have receded into the past, and a "classical" faith in reason, order, moderation, may become only copy-book wisdom of the Polonian kind, or conventional pietism. If Laodamia is questibnable on that score, Dion (1816) is still more so. The ghostly visitation, in Plutarch only a bad omen, is given a moral interpretation, and the hero himself remains a phantom. Though Dion has much of the same nO' bility of style as Laodamia, the poem cannot come to life when its subject is not conceived emotionally, bu t is taken as an occasion for moralizing.
These poems are often spoken of, and were in their own day, as, for Wordsworth, tours de force. They certainly appear un-Wordsworthian in style if one comes to them directly from' Tintern Abbey or the Lucy poems. But if we had space, as we have not, to trace Wordswprth's stylistic evolution through the splendour of Intimations oj Immortality and the frequent sublimity of the Excursion, we should find a fairly steady increase, in the amount of classicized diction. Sometimes there is a truly Miltonic ajfiatus, sometimes only eighteenthcentury inflation. If it is a long way from" And neverlifted up a single stone" to "And she expects the issue in repose", what shall be said, even if the image was suggested by the Elgin marbles, of i ( mourn, Ilissus, bending o'er thy classic urn"? Here we have, in a sense, come full circle; we turn back to Descriptive Sketches to' find "Hope that ceaseless leans on Pleasure's urn". But the Miltonic Wordsworth, at his best, can now and then gain effect~ impossible for the Wordsworth of ,Saxon monosyllables (as Sir Thomas Browne can do things denied to Bunyan), and we could ill spare the' ornate dignity of the best parts of the Excursion, Lao-damia, Dian, and such scattered beauties as "an incommunicable sleep" and" the unimaginable touch of Time". Not that Wordsworth lost his command of pregnant simplicity. One may recall the great lines on Newton added, in the poet's old age, to the Prelude, or the lament of one who has outlived his literary generationHow fast has brother followed brother, From sunshine to the sunless land! Here the last phrase carries an aura of classical suggestion like that of Housmants "strengthless dead". In discussing various peripheral matters I have, I fear, belied my title, and have left little room for the large body of classical allusion in Wordsworth's later wrItings. His changing attitude towards myth was somewhat parallel to his changing attitude towards nature. With the fading of the vision and the faculty divine, with the lessening frequency of those moments of mystical insight, "spots of time", Wordsworth had to be content (apart from the great compensations he described) with the quiet pleasures of the ordinary meditative observer. So too, in regard to myth, the imagination that had called up Proteus and Triton from the sea dwindled into uninspired fancy. It may be the playful humour of the scholar at large, as when, on landing at Calais (182.0), Wordsworth, in the spir.it of a popular notion that the sea contains" the likeness of whate'er on land is seen", wonders if there are nereids as "withered, grotesque, immeasurably old", as the French fishwomen. The conceit is handled with ease and tact, and the result is happy enough, on its own level-but it is not Wordsworth's level.
More The pipe of Pan, to shepherds Couched in the shadow of Mrenalian pines, Was pas-sing sweet; the eyeballs of the leopards, That in high triumph drew the Lord of vines,-How did they sparkle to tne cymbal's clang! While Fauns and Satyrs beat the ground In cadence,-' and Silenus swang This way and that, wi th wild-flowers crowned.
But even in his lighter use of myth Wordsworth was no pagan. The nymphs in-his brake, unlike Swinburne'S, are clothed to the neck in British woollens. Apart from mythology, of course, Wordsworth is subject to occasional insular or parochial visitations. Here, for 1nsta.nce, are two lines of splendour in simplicity, followed by something else:
From worlds not quickened by the sun A portion of the gift is won; An intermingling of Heaven's pomp is spread On ground which Bri tish shepherds tread! In one of his good though not great sonnets, Pelion and Ossa (which owes some of its classical allusions to Spen-. ser's Virgil's Gnat), Skiddaw, ((our British Hill", "is nobler far" than Parnassus. And Wordsworth's nymphs leave Greek and Ovidian morality behind them, as in , The Triad, where Mere Mortals, bodied forth in vision still, Shall with Mount Ida's triple lustre fill The chaster coverts of a Bri tish ,hill.
In this connection one cannot help recalling a malicious Wordsworthian anecdote lately recovered by Mr. P. P.
Howe from the magazIne version of Hazlitt's On the Ignorance oj the Learned:
(tCMy God!' said a celebrated author of the present day, when introduced to a collection of books of prints and antiques, 'what a quantity of things you have here, and then there ·are those devils in the corner', pointing to a group of Cupid and Psyche in the room .... There is only one person in the three kingdoms of whom this story is credible." . This is not the note on which one would choose to end, for the classical element in Wordsworth is not negligible and colours some of his best as well as his inferior writing. There are, too, other aspects I should like to tou'ch on, but this paper has already exceeded proper limits, and at the suggestion of more the patient reader could only exclaim, with more justice than Wordsworth, "My God! what a quantity of things you' have here .... "
